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Abstract
Donation campaigns that have an unsuccessful start often trigger negative social
information in the social and mass media (e.g., “few others have donated so far”).
Little research exists to shed light on the effects of such information in the context of
donations. Across three studies involving different causes and different channels of
communication, we find harmful effects of negative social information on the willing-
ness to donate among prevention-focused consumers but tendencies of positive effects
for consumers with a promotion focus. We identify response efficacy as a mediator of
the harmful effect for prevention-focused consumers. This finding suggests that social
proof theory is not sufficient to explain the harmful effect of negative social informa-
tion. Alternative mediators are tested and rejected. The findings imply that an effective
strategy to avoid harmful effects of negative social information is to trigger a promotion
focus in target group members and communicate facts about charity effectiveness.

Keywords Willingness to donate . Donation behaviors . Social information . Response
efficacy . Charities

1 Introduction

The competition for private donations is fierce, and the efforts of charities to mobilize
stakeholders often fail (e.g., Bielefeld 2014). Social and mass media reports on such
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failures typically contain negative social information, such as “few have donated so far”
or “the response has been slow.” For instance, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation
(CBC) reported in 2014 that “donations were slow” for the annual Moncton Christmas
holiday charity campaigns (CBC News 2014). The Intelligencer reported in October
2018: “The local United Way campaign is only a month old, but already it’s lagging
behind that of last year, when the charity failed to meet its fundraising goal for the
second consecutive year” (Hendry 2018). Both reports reveal negative information
about the behavior of other people: few others have donated.

The question is how such information may influence the willingness to donate. A
large number of studies show that positive social information (that many have donated)
may increase the willingness to support good causes (e.g., Croson et al. 2009; Elgaaied-
Gambier et al. 2018), but we know less about the effects of negative social information.
There is certainly a risk that such information may keep donations low and prevent
slow-starting campaigns from gaining momentum. However, we suggest a more
nuanced picture and hypothesize that the regulatory focus of consumers moderates
the effects of negative social information on their willingness to donate. We address
these issues in three experiments.

Across three studies involving different types of charities and communication
channels, we only observe negative effects of negative social information (few have
donated) on the willingness to donate for prevention-focused consumers, whereas
promotion-focused consumers tend to increase their willingness to donate when ex-
posed to the information that few have donated. We show that the psychological
mechanism driving the harmful effect for prevention-focused consumers is special to
our donation context. The effect is not due to social norms per se but to doubts about
response efficacy. Finally, we show in the third study that managers can influence the
effect of negative social information on the willingness to donate by manipulating the
consumers’ regulatory focus. The results have important implications for the design of
strategies on how to avoid harmful consequences of negative social information.

2 Social information, regulatory focus, and willingness to donate:
hypotheses

The typical behavior of others represents social norms. According to the principle of
social proof, people tend to follow social norms, assuming that this is the right course
of action (Cialdini 2013). The effects of social norms on charitable behavior have
received limited attention (Agerström et al. 2016), but the few studies addressing this
issue show strong effects. For instance, Agerström et al. (2016) found that exposing
students to positive descriptive social norms (i.e., that 73% of students have contributed
previously) triggered higher donations than “industry standard” altruistic appeals, such
as “Your gift makes a difference” or “By contributing you will improve living
conditions for the children of Gossace School and orphanage.” Based on these findings,
we might expect that negative social information (that few have donated) would be
very harmful to charities. However, we suggest that the effect of negative social
information on the willingness of consumers to donate depends on their regulatory
focus. We also expect that the regulatory focus of consumers will influence consumer
decisions in a special way in our donation context.
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Regulatory focus theory (Higgins et al. 1994) describes two fundamental ways in
which people approach goals: prevention focus and promotion focus. People with a
promotion focus are more sensitive to the presence of positive outcomes (gains),
fixating more on accomplishments, attainment, advancement, and personal aspirations,
whereas people with a prevention focus are more sensitive to the presence of negative
outcomes (losses) and are therefore more concerned with caution, protection, safety,
and responsibilities (Higgins 1997). Although both promotion- and prevention-focused
motivations coexist within each individual, people are often more chronically prone to
access one focus over another (Higgins et al. 1994). Regulatory focus is a relevant
moderator in our context because recent research suggests that it affects how prospec-
tive donors form goals based on social information (e.g., Allen et al. 2018).

We expect that negative social information will primarily harm the willingness to
donate among prevention-focused consumers. This group is cautious to avoid negative
outcomes and the information that few have donated will likely reduce their motivation
to donate. This logic is similar to explanations for effects of prevention orientation in
other contexts, such as consumption or investments decisions. However, we suggest
that the psychological mechanism is different in a donation context. In other contexts,
social information activates thoughts in prevention-focused consumers about social
norms. The behavior of others is regarded as social proof of the appropriate course of
action, which in turn affects behavior (Cialdini 2013). However, a unique aspect of our
donation context is that the uncertainty that consumers experience relates closely to the
capabilities of the charity. Charities act as intermediaries between donors and benefi-
ciaries, and the risk of making a bad decision is due to the ability of the charity to
operate effectively and complete its missions on behalf of donors. Thus, we predict that
negative social information will not only activate social norms in our context, but these
norms will, in turn, influence perceptions of response efficacy (Sharma and Morwitz
2016). Prevention-oriented consumers, who focus on avoiding negative outcomes, may
use the information that few have donated as a cue for low response efficacy and thus
lower their willingness to donate.

In contrast, promotion-oriented consumers do not focus on the risk of loss. They
look for opportunities for gain and for positive self-enhancement (Higgins 1997). Their
response to negative social information is probably different from that of prevention-
oriented consumers. When promotion-focused customers are exposed to negative social
information (few have donated), this stimulates or primes their need for uniqueness.
The higher need for uniqueness in turn increases the willingness to donate. Promotion-
focused customers, as opposed to prevention-focused customers, satisfy their needs for
self-enhancement (Baumeister 2010) and self-verification (Leary 2007) to the extent
that they seek uniqueness, and willingness to donate promotes such need satisfaction.
Prevention-focused customers are more motivated to protect their current self-image
rather than enhancing or verifying it as promotion-focused customers do.

We propose the following hypotheses:

& H1: The effect of negative social information (that few have donated) depends on
the self-regulation of consumers. Specifically, such information (a) lowers the
willingness of prevention-focused consumers to support a new charity and (b)
stimulates the willingness of promotion-focused consumers to support a new
charity.

Marketing Letters (2021) 32:111–122 113



& H2: Response efficacy mediates the harmful effect of negative social information
(few have donated) on prevention-focused consumers’ willingness to donate.
Specifically, exposure to negative social information reduces response efficacy,
which in turn lowers the willingness to donate.

& H3: Need for uniqueness mediates the positive effect of negative social information
(few have donated) on promotion-focused consumers’ willingness to donate.
Specifically, exposure to negative social information strengthens the need for
uniqueness, which in turn increases the willingness to donate.

3 Tests of hypotheses

In Study 1, we tested whether the consumers’ regulatory focus moderates the effect of
negative social information on their willingness to support a charity (H1). In
Study 2, we examined the mediating role of response efficacy and need for
uniqueness as underlying drivers of the effect of negative social information on
willingness to donate (H2 and H3). Finally, in Study 3, we manipulated the
regulatory focus and tested the interaction effect in the context of another
donation.

3.1 Study 1: interaction between social information and regulatory focus

In this study, we aimed to test whether negative social information makes prevention-
focused (promotion-focused) consumers less (more) likely to support a charity.

3.1.1 Method

Using Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk), we recruited 102 US participants (aged 19–
70 years, Mage = 33 years, 41.18% female) who took part in the study in exchange for
$2. They were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions (many had donated/few
had donated). We first presented the participants with a short excerpt from the middle
pages of a fictitious newspaper and asked them to focus on a short article about a new
charity serving legal immigrant and refugee communities in the US. Social information
is likely more diagnostic for new than for established charities. We included a general
description of the charity’s primary activities and a newly launched start-up fund.
Participants then read a passage that contained the manipulation of social information:
“few (many) people have donated to the charity so far.” The manipulation also
appeared in the heading, as shown in the online appendix. We then measured the
participants’willingness to donate to the charity using a single-item scale (adapted from
Bennett et al. (2013)). A six-item dominant regulatory focus scale (adapted from
Mishra et al. (2010)) was used to measure the donors’ self-regulation. Higher average
scores indicate that participants were dominated by a prevention focus, whereas
lower average scores indicate the domination of a promotion focus. We also
collected information on age, gender, household income, marital status, and
ethnicity (see online appendix for measures). Responses to an open question at
the end about the purpose of the study showed that no participants correctly
predicted our hypotheses.

114 Marketing Letters (2021) 32:111–122



3.1.2 Results

Hypothesis testing We conducted an ANCOVA on the participants’ willingness to
support the charity. Our predictors included social information (few vs. many), mean-
centered regulatory focus, and their interaction. Income and ethnicity were included as
control variables. Only income had a marginally significant effect (F(6, 87) = 2.15,
p = .06), while the effect of ethnicity was not significant (p > .10). No main effects of
social information and regulatory focus emerged. However, as expected, the interaction
between negative social information and regulatory focus was significant (F(1, 87) =
4.02, p < .05). Using the Johnson-Neyman floodlight technique, our analysis shows that
the negative effect of social information is significant only when the regulatory focus
scores are greater than or equal to .64 (BJN = −.86, SE = .43), meaning that dominantly
prevention-focused respondents are less willing to support the charity when exposed to
negative (compared to positive) social information (Mfew ≤ 3.39, Mmany ≥ 4.25,
p < .05) (see Fig. 1). Thus, H1a is supported. In contrast, the effect of negative
social information becomes positive (BJN = 50.60, SE = 25.46) for participants
with lower regulatory focus scores (i.e., dominantly promotion-focused), but it
is not significant. Therefore, the trend is in line with H1b, but the effect does
not reach statistical significance.

We further tested the effects of regulatory focus on each type of social information.
When presented with the information that few had donated, the dominant regulatory
focus had a significant, negative effect (β = −.52, p = .03), indicating that participants
with a dominant prevention focus were less likely to support the charity than those with
a dominant promotion focus. In contrast, when presented with the information that
many had donated, the effect of dominant regulatory focus was positive but not
significant (β = .12, p = .70), indicating that people with different regulatory foci
reacted similarly to positive social information (i.e., that many had donated).

In sum, our findings support the prediction that the effect of negative social
information depends on the regulatory focus of consumers. We found that negative
social information reduced willingness to donate among prevention-focused consumers

Fig. 1 Study 1: The interaction of dominant regulatory focus and social information
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(H1a). The expected positive effect of negative social information for promotion-
focused consumers (H1b) was not significant.

3.2 Study 2: the mediating roles of response efficacy and need for uniqueness

The purpose of Study 2 was threefold: (1) to replicate the tests of H1a and H1b with
other control variables, (2) to test H2 and H3 about the mediating effects of response
efficacy and need for uniqueness, and (3) to test alternative control variables.
Reasonable control candidates were feelings of guilt (e.g., Bennett et al. 2013; Xie
and Bagozzi 2014), perceived need for donations (Lee et al. 2014), and perceived
credibility of the charity (Newell and Goldsmith 2001). These variables are known to
influence donors’ reactions to charity information.

3.2.1 Method

In total, 122 US participants were recruited online via MTurk (aged 23–68 years,
Mage = 36 years, 49.18% female), and the participants completed a two-group (social
information: many had donated vs. few had donated) between-subjects study in
exchange for $2. The manipulation of social information was the same as that in
Study 1. The dependent variable was measured using a 5-item willingness-to-support
scale (Bennett et al. 2013). To measure the regulatory focus, we used the same scale as
in Study 1. We also measured response efficacy (Cryder et al. 2013), need for
uniqueness (Lynn and Harris 1997), consumer guilt (Bennett et al. 2013), perceived
need (Lee et al. 2014), and perceived credibility of the charity (Newell and Goldsmith
2001). Additionally, we controlled for money and time scarcity to avoid budget/time
constraint effects (Liu and Aaker 2008) and collected information on age, gender,
income, and ethnicity.

3.2.2 Results

Hypothesis testing We conducted an ANCOVA on the participants’ willingness to
support with negative social information dummy, mean-centered regulatory focus, and
their interaction as predictors. We controlled for income, money scarcity, time scarcity,
ethnicity, and perceived credibility. Only perceived credibility had a significant positive
effect (F(1, 104) = 61.97, p < .01), while the effects of other covariates were not
significant (ps > .10). As in Study 1, we found a significant interaction effect of
negative social information and dominant regulatory focus (F(1, 104) = 4.38, p = .04)
(Fig. 2). We also observed that respondents provided with the information that few (vs.
many) had donated were less likely to support the charity (negative effect: BJN = −.52,
SE = .26; group means: Mfew ≤ 2.84, Mmany ≥ 3.36, p < .05) when their dominant self-
regulation was prevention-focused (regulatory focus scores ≥ .43). Thus, H1a is again
supported in Study 2. We also observed the tendency of promotion-focused respon-
dents being positively affected (BJN = 5.55, SE = 2.80), but again this effect is not
significant, rejecting H1b.

We tested H2 on the role of response efficacy as a mediator of the negative effect for
prevention-focused consumers using the bootstrapping method with 10,000 bootstrap
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iterations, which was run by the Process Macro for SPSS (model 8; Hayes and Little
2018). We also tested whether negative social information stimulated the need for
uniqueness among promotion-focused consumers, as predicted by H3. Though our
prediction of a positive effect of negative social information for promotion-focused
consumers did not reach the level of statistical significance (H1b), the tendency was in
the right direction in both Studies 1 and 2. A preliminary test of the mechanism would
be helpful for future research. Specifically, we examined whether response efficacy and
need for uniqueness tended to mediate the interactive effect occurring between indi-
vidual differences in regulatory focus and negative social information on individuals’
willingness to donate. To test alternative explanations, we also included guilt and
perceived need as parallel mediators.

As predicted, the interactive effect between negative social information and regula-
tory focus on response efficacy was marginally significant (b = −.40, p = .08).
Importantly, the indirect effect of negative social information on willingness
to support the charity via response efficacy was strongly significant for people
with a prevention focus (one SD above the mean; indirect effect: −.76, p = .01), while it
was not significant for people with promotion focus (one SD below the mean; indirect
effect: −.14, p = .60). Thus, H2 is supported.

As expected, the main effect of negative social information on need for uniqueness
was positive and significant (b = .55, p = .03), while the main effect of (mean-centered)
regulatory focus was negative and marginally significant (b = −.31, p = .09), indicating
that people with a promotion focus tend to have higher need for uniqueness when
learning negative social information. However, the interaction between negative social
information and regulatory focus did not have a significant effect on need for unique-
ness (b = −.20, p = .43). Thus, H3 is not supported.

Further, none of the alternative mediators were significant. In particular, the inter-
action between negative social information and regulatory focus did not contribute any
significant effect on guilt (b = −.36, p = .20) or perceived need (b = −.30, p = .29).

We also tested if perceived credibility mediated the interactive effect between
negative social information and regulatory focus on response efficacy (i.e., serial
mediation) and willingness to support the charity (i.e., parallel mediation). Our results

Fig. 2 Study 2: The interaction of dominant regulatory focus and social information
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revealed that this interactive effect on perceived credibility was not significant
(b = −.18, p = .56), meaning that perceived credibility was not a sound mediator.
It is worth noting that the mediating effect of response efficacy remained
significant when the mediating effects of guilt, perceived need, and perceived credibility
were excluded. We can therefore rule out these three mediators as alternative explana-
tions for the effects of social information.

3.3 Study 3: manipulating regulatory focus

In Study 3, we show that managers can influence the effect of negative social
information on willingness to donate by manipulating the consumers’ regulatory focus.
We replicate the tests of H1a and H1b using a different cause (animal welfare) and a
new communication channel (Facebook). We also test another alternative explanation
for our interactive effects: consumer innovativeness. The charities in our studies are
new (fictitious), and it is possible that regulatory focus works as a proxy for consumer
innovativeness.

3.3.1 Method

Using Prolific, we recruited 400 US participants (aged 18–73 years, Mage = 39 years,
46.75% female), who completed a 2 (social information: many had donated vs. few had
donated) × 2 (regulatory focus: prevention vs. promotion) between-subjects study in
exchange for $1.12. We asked the participants to imagine coming across a new post
from the Facebook page of a new (fictitious) charity supporting animal welfare causes
that they have just decided to follow. Following Allen et al. (2018), we manipulated
people’s regulatory focus by changing the wording in the appeals. In particular, the
heading of the prevention-framed appeal was “PREVENT CRUEL TREATMENT OF
ANIMALS” and the message stated, “Let’s protect animals from unkind and cruel
treatment.” In the promotion-focus condition, the heading was “PROMOTE KIND
TREATMENT OF ANIMALS” and the message stated, “Let’s promote kind and
respectful treatment of animals.” We manipulated social information by informing
participants that “too few (many) have pitched in so far (already).”

We measured willingness to support, perceived need, and perceived credibility of
the charity using the same scales as in Study 2 and measured consumer innovativeness
using a five-item scale adapted from Baumgartner and Steenkamp (1996).
Additionally, we collected information on age, gender, income, and money/time
scarcity.

3.3.2 Results

Manipulation check To check the regulatory focus manipulation (e.g., Aaker and Lee
2001), we asked the participants to rate the extent to which their thoughts, after reading
the Facebook post, were focused on “preventing unkind and cruel treatment of animals”
(prevention-related thoughts) or “promoting kind and respectful treatment of animals”
(promotion-related thoughts). Our results revealed that participants in the prevention-
primed condition exhibited more prevention-related thoughts (M = 5.25 vs. 4.43,
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p < .01) and less promotion-related thoughts (M = 5.25 vs. 4.10, p < .01) compared with
the promotion-primed condition.

To check the social information manipulation (e.g., Allen et al. 2018), we asked the
participants to indicate the extent to which they agreed that among the people who had
received the donation request, the majority had donated to the charity. As expected, we
found that people in the “few have donated” condition were less likely to agree that the
charity had been supported by the majority (M = 1.87) than those in the “many have
donated” condition (M = 5.40, p < .01). Thus, the manipulations were successful.

Hypothesis testing We conducted an ANCOVA on the participants’ willingness to
support with negative social information dummy, prevention-focus dummy, and their
interaction as predictors. We controlled for income, money scarcity, time scarcity,
perceived credibility, perceived need, and consumer innovativeness. Only perceived
credibility (F(1, 39) = 182.31, p < .01) and perceived need (F(1, 390) = 24.33, p < .01)
had significant effects, while the effects of all other covariates were not significant
(ps > .10). As in Studies 1 and 2, no main effects of negative social information or
regulatory focus emerged, but we found a marginally significant interactive effect
between them on respondents’ willingness to support the charity (F(1, 390) = 3.61,
p = .06) (Fig. 3).

Simple slopes analysis revealed the same pattern of results as in Studies 1 and 2.
Respondents provided with the information that few (vs. many) had donated were less
likely to support the charity (MFew = 3.27, MMany = 3.61, b = −.33, p = .03) when they
were primed for a prevention focus, confirming our H1a. Although we observed a
tendency of a positive effect for promotion-focused respondents, this effect was not
significant (MFew = 3.46, MMany = 3.37, b = .09, p = .57), rejecting H1b. It is noteworthy
that the patterns of results remained unchanged when innovativeness was excluded. This
finding indicates that we can rule out consumer innovativeness as an alternativemoderator
of the effects of social information on individuals’ willingness to support a charity.

4 General discussion

Our results offer three main theoretical contributions. First, we show across three
studies, including different causes and channels of communication, that the downward
risk of negative social information is limited to consumers with a prevention orienta-
tion. This group of consumers lowers the willingness to support when learning that few

Fig. 3 Study 3: The interaction of regulatory focus and social information

Marketing Letters (2021) 32:111–122 119



others have donated. In contrast, promotion-focused consumers tend to increase their
support when exposed to the same situation, but this effect was not significant.

Second, we identify a mechanism behind the negative effect for prevention-focused
consumers, which is different from mechanisms involving prevention-focused con-
sumers in other economic contexts (e.g., product decisions, betting or investments,
etc.). In other contexts, social information about the behavior of other people typically
works as social proof of behavioral norms, which in turn guides decisions and behavior
(e.g., Cialdini et al. 1990). In our donation context, it is not the social proof per se but
the doubts about response efficacy triggered by negative social information that explain
the harmful effect among prevention-focused consumers. Notably, if social proof was
the main mechanism, then under positive social information (many have contributed),
prevention-focused individuals should be more prone to give. We, however, did not
find this effect. Thus, social proof theory seems less relevant in our context. Identifying
response efficacy instead as the mechanism behind the negative effect for the
prevention-focused consumers is important because the perception of response efficacy
involves the capabilities of a charity.

Third, we test and reject three alternative explanations for the harmful effect of
negative social information among prevention-focused consumers: moral emotions,
perceived need, and the credibility of a charity. All three variables have played a role in
previous research literature on donation behavior but are less relevant in our context, in
which consumers respond to social information in mass or social media reports rather
than to explicit requests to donate. We also show that regulatory focus does not work as
a proxy for consumer innovativeness.

Our findings provide guidance for marketing managers on how to manage the risk of
harmful effect of negative social information among prevention-focused consumers.
First, when marketing managers of charities observe a slow start on a campaign, they
should not hold back communications and wait for the campaign to gain traction. If
social and mass media communicate that few have donated in a context that triggers a
prevention focus, prospective donors may start to doubt the charity, and the campaign
may never gain traction. Rather, marketing managers should actively promote the
upward potential of such campaigns and use terms that trigger a promotion focus in
target group members. In Study 3, we show that managers can easily trigger a
promotion focus by encouraging consumers to “promote kindness” (rather than to
“prevent cruelty”). Second, marketing managers should also communicate facts about
the efficiency of the charity in this situation. Our findings suggest that the harmful
effect of negative social information is due to doubts about response efficacy, which
relates to the efficiency of a charity. A combination of cues triggering a promotion-
focus and communication of positive facts about the efficiency of the charity may guard
against harmful responses to negative social information and give slow-starting cam-
paigns the opportunity to gain new momentum.

Several unanswered questions await future research. Across the three studies, we
observed a (non-significant) tendency of positive effects of negative social information
among promotion-focused consumers. More research is needed to understand how
promotion-focused consumers respond to negative social information. We hypothe-
sized that this group would consider the information that few had donated as an
opportunity for social differentiation. Our results suggest that other mechanisms are
(also) relevant. In this research, we examined the effects of social information on
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consumers’ willingness to support new (fictitious) charities. Future research should
compare the effects of negative social information for new and established charities.
Well-known charities with a good reputation are probably less sensitive to the harmful
effects of negative social information.
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